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SPORT AND SOCIETY FOR H-ARETE
JANUARY 11, 2002
Every now and then I read a book that for some reason
strikes a particular chord with me. This doesn't make it a
great book, but for me it is an important book because it
evokes significant emotional or intellectual responses.
When that happens I generally tell everyone I know that
they need to read this new book.
I seldom use this space to discuss or suggest any sport
history books, preferring to review them for a journal or
other outlet. In this case I am making an exception as I
will be precluded from reviewing this one because I read
the manuscript during its preparation and because I receive
mention in the preface.
For those who know the work of David Zang, either through
his excellent biography and essay on race, Fleet Walker's
Divided Heart, or from his many convention presentations
and articles, there is no need to recommend his latest
work, Sports Wars: Athletes in the Age of Aquarius
(University of Arkansas Press). For those who don't know
David's work I want to highly recommend this challenging
collection of inter-related essays on America in the 1960s
and 70s and how sport affected and was affected in that
time of cultural and political turmoil.
To me what makes a historical work significant is the
questions it raises. What David Zang has done in Sports
Wars is present several persons and incidents from the
world of sport and uses them to raise important questions
about our interpretations of the Sixties and the role of
sport in American life. At times these questions are posed
subtly and at times Zang delivers a blow to the head.
Seven essays preceded by a short introduction and followed
by a brief epilogue make up the body of this small volume.
For those who remember it, Jose Feliciano's rendition of
the national anthem delivered at Tiger Stadium before Game
Five of the World Series in October of 1968 is a marker in
Sportsworld and in Sixties culture. No one had ever given
anything other than a standard interpretation to the
nation's hymn, and for Feliciano to do otherwise at a
sacred shrine of the National Pastime was too much for many

patriots to bear. It may have been even more significant
because it came late in a year of considerable turmoil.
David Zang uses this moment as a launching point for an
essay interpreting the cultural meaning of revolt in the
Sixties and the uncomfortable relationship between sport
and the counterculture. He contrasts the moment and the
decade with its historical antecedents and illuminates the
meanings inherent in the mix of sex, drugs, and rock and
roll, which raised questions about self-discipline and
masculinity central to the culture of sport. Feliciano,
like so many in the Sixties, challenged what Zang terms
"the American One Way," and in the long run contributed to
the triumph of cultural pluralism.
From here Zang goes to the world of wrestling, collegiate
and Olympic, and examines the lives of two major figures
within that most masculine of sporting cultures. Dan Gable
and Rick Sanders represent, as well as any paired set of
athletes from the same time and sport, the forces at war in
sport and in American culture. They are emblematic of two
very different value systems, one featuring self-discipline
and hard work, the other permissiveness and feminization.
Zang treats neither as hero or villain but uses the
contrast between their life styles and values to illuminate
the changes taking place around them. Ambiguity is laced
through what could easily have been a simplified set of
symbols and that is what makes this a powerful piece.
Athletic Directors and coaches, particularly those raised
in and committed to the older values of the sporting world
had an extremely difficult time in the midst of this
fundamental value shift. Zang uses Penn athletic director
Jeremiah Ford II and Maryland football coach Bob Ward as
centerpieces for two of the essays. The conflicted
positions of both are fascinating, illuminating, tragic and
wrought with contradiction on all sides. These two chapters
raise many questions about the nature of the athletic
enterprise, the values of the athletes, and the values of
those who cheer them on.
"When Falls the Coliseum: New Perceptions of the Physical,"
begins with the final night of baseball at Connie Mack
Stadium which ended in something resembling a sixties style
riot. Here Zang raises questions about the nature of
violence and physicality and its legitimacy both inside and
outside the arena. This is mixed with observations on

various athletic revolts and pop culture manifestations of
sport and violence including the now legendary Minnesota
basketball mugging of Ohio State.
The essay on Muhammad Ali does more in eighteen pages to
illuminate Ali's meaning and life than is accomplished in
two hours and forty minutes of the feature film "now in
theaters everywhere." Again ambiguity is a central theme
along with the role of race in American culture. Ali as
symbol, and the transformation of the symbol, illuminates
much about the nature and impact of the cultural revolt of
the Sixties. Ali played many roles at once and different
roles over time, and Zang examines them all as well as the
warts.
The final essay is an explication of the cultural meanings
of "The Bad News Bears." It presents a convincing argument
that this Disney product captures much of the central
meaning of change in America. Zang compares it in
interesting ways with other films of the time and drives
home a number of the themes central to this volume.
Throughout these essays Zang avoids the simple, the black
and white, and deals in all shades of gray. The
complexities of history are given their full due as Zang
holds up each subject to the light turning them this way
and that, examining them from all angles.
It is a rare book that challenges and raises questions
nearly every step of the way, and does so without being a
vehicle for some strident ideological system. Zang's work
will make your mind race and have you rethinking many of
your beliefs and memories about a time of considerable
turmoil in American life. It is history as it should be.
On Sport and Society this is Dick Crepeau reminding you
that you don't have to be a good sport to be a bad loser.
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